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ABSTRACT  

Research conducted by the veterinary education community is critical to continual 

improvement of educational outcomes. Additionally, research productivity is one metric in 

promotion and tenure decisions. We sought to identify challenges encountered or anticipated 

when undertaking or planning veterinary educational research (VER); to learn how these 

challenges might be overcome; and to synthesize tips for success from those who have 

performed VER. A branching survey was developed and deployed along the authors’ 

worldwide veterinary education contacts in a cascading manner. The survey collected 

quantitative and qualitative information from participants who had performed VER and those 

who planned to perform VER in the future. The 258 participants represented 41 countries. Of 

the participants, 204 had performed VER (79%), and 54 planned to in the future (21%). The 

median time spent teaching was 14 years, and median time performing VER was 5 years. The 

most commonly reported challenges in performing VER were the lack of funding and time, 

and difficulties encountered when undertaking a study including data collection, analysis and 

publishing. When asked about overcoming the challenges, a major theme emerged around 

people, who provided expertise and mentoring. The most commonly reported tip for success 

was collaboration; 73% of experienced researchers reported people as most helpful upon 

beginning VER. Collaborators provided diverse help with ideas, study design, statistics, and 

other aspects. These results suggest that institutions can offer support to academics in the 

form of small grants, protected research time, writing workshops, and mentorship to assist 

with the production of meaningful VER. 

 

Key words: educational methods; outcomes; statistics/research methods; educational 

research; research funding; research publication; veterinary education   



 

 

INTRODUCTION  

Research conducted by the veterinary medical academic community to generate new 

knowledge and validate initiatives and innovation is essential for success and continued 

improvement of veterinary education. Every educational discipline should seek to generate 

new knowledge as a means of advancing the field, as each discipline has its own unique 

aspects, complexity, and diversity.1 Veterinary educational research (VER) is a relatively new 

discipline with a rapidly growing community worldwide.2 As this discipline grows, 

understanding how veterinary educators teach, learn, research, and disseminate their research 

becomes more important. Other educational fields are also gathering similar information; 

Feuer et al. addressed childhood educators, stating that nurturing a scientific culture of 

educational research is a critical task, resting on an ethos of honesty, openness, and 

continuous reflection.3 They wrote: “The current demand for scientific understanding of 

educational phenomena is unmatched in history.”3 

The scholarship of teaching and learning includes research into educational methods, 

reflection on practice, and communication and dissemination.4 Trigwell et al. pointed out that 

communicating the results of research to others is an important element of the scholarship of 

teaching and learning, so that others may benefit from the research performed.5 While the 

research cycle of study design, data collection, and dissemination is common to other types of 

scientific research modalities, the scholarship of teaching and learning is less well regarded 

than traditional research pursuits and remains marginalized from an institutional 

perspective.6,7 This is just one of the challenges facing academics seeking to perform VER; 

some educators wishing to undertake educational research projects do not have all the 

necessary research experience or may perceive their existing biomedical research skills are 

not relevant. These and other barriers to performing VER are known to exist and are similar 

to barriers identified in the medical field.8 Despite these barriers, the value of educational 

research and its importance in making educational decisions has been increasingly 

appreciated by the healthcare education community.9 As a result, initiatives such as Best 

Evidence Medical Education (BEME) reviews and Association for Medical Education in 

Europe (AMEE) guides have sought to fulfill a need for high-quality, evidence-based 

information in medical education;10,11 BEME reviews and AMEE guides comprise 8 of the 10 

most cited articles in Medical Teacher, a leading medical education journal, as of July 2021.12 

Healy asserted that “the scholarship of teaching must be developed within the context of the 

culture of the disciplines in which it is applied,” so although medical educational research 



 

 

may be helpful in providing a framework to understand veterinary medical education, 

veterinary-specific research needs to be performed.4 A literature search of PubMed’s database 

using the terms “veterinary” and “scholarship of teaching and learning” demonstrated that 

studies about the scholarship of teaching and learning in veterinary education have been 

scarce. VER studies are supported by grants awarded by the American Association of 

Veterinary Medical College’s Council on International Veterinary Education and by various 

healthcare professional organizations.13,14 VER studies may not be published, or if published, 

they typically appear in one of two veterinary-specific journals, limiting their availability to 

members of the veterinary field who can pay for subscription access.15 The aims of this 

project are 1) to identify the challenges encountered or anticipated by academics undertaking 

or planning to do research in veterinary education, and 2) to synthesize the experiences of 

helpful support perceived by researchers in veterinary education and their tips for success. 

 

METHODS 

Survey development  

A survey was designed to gather information about educators’ experiences of VER. 

Questions included basic demographics and a list of research study types to select. There 

were open questions about the challenges encountered, helpful support, and tips to promote 

success. The survey was split into two sections, one for participants who self-identified as  

currently or previously involved in VER (experienced group) and another for those who self-

identified as planning to become involved in it in the future but had not done so to date 

(planning group). The survey was designed in Qualtrics and was piloted by academic 

colleagues to check question clarity and the online functionality; minor adjustments were 

made prior to deployment. (Appendix 1) 

Ethics approval 

The project received ethical approval from Lincoln Memorial University, IRB #915 V.0. The 

survey front page provided information about the project, the ethical approval and that 

responses were anonymous. There was a consent statement to read and agree to before 

deciding to proceed. 

Survey distribution 



 

 

The survey was distributed through numerous channels internationally to ensure responses 

from a diverse group of individuals. The survey was emailed through the authors’ networks 

to individuals who were asked to cascade the survey to other veterinary educators. These 

recipients included Associate Deans and other veterinary educators in North America, and 

equivalent groups in other regions including Europe and Australasia, and a global animal 

charity involved in veterinary education working in low- and lower-middle income countries 

(the Society for the Protection of Animals Abroad, or SPANA). The survey was also 

distributed through an online international clinical skills simulation forum (Veterinary 

Clinical Skills and Simulationa). The survey was open for 7 weeks in July and August 2020. 

Data analysis 

Survey responses were exported to Microsoft Excel for analysis. Quantitative data were 

analyzed using descriptive statistics and displayed in tables and graphs. The free text 

responses were reviewed by two authors (SB, VP), both veterinarians. SB is an experienced 

educational researcher, and VP works primarily in clinical practice. After reading all free text 

responses, both researchers developed an initial set of themes independently, then followed 

an iterative process of discussion and refinement until consensus was reached. For each 

question, they analyzed data from the experienced group first, then used these themes as a 

basis for analyzing data from the planning group. 

 

RESULTS 

Quantitative data 

A total of 258 survey responses were received. Of the participants, 169 were female (65.5%), 

82 male (31.8%) and 7 preferred not to say (2.7%); 222 (86.0%) had a veterinary degree. The 

participants represented 41 countries (Figure 1). Most participants had been or were currently 

involved in VER (experienced group: 204/258 = 79.1%). The remaining 54 participants 

(planning group: 20.9%) had not been, but they were planning to become involved in VER. 

The number of years that participants had been involved in veterinary education ranged from 

less than 1 to over 40 (median 14). The number of years that participants had been involved 



 

 

in VER ranged from 0 to 40 (median 5) with 80.9% (165/204) having been involved for ≤10 

years. (Figure 2) 

The types of educational research study the participants were, or intended to be, involved in, 

are shown is Figure 3. Participants were permitted to select multiple study types. The 

participants reported experience with various types of studies with the most common being 

evaluation of an educational method and survey studies. The number of peer reviewed journal 

publications related to veterinary education ranged from 0 to 80 (median 2; Figure 4). Sixty-

four participants (31.4%) had not yet published, and this subgroup of group E had been 

involved in VER for between 1 and 20 years (median = 3). 

Qualitative data 

The themes and illustrative quotes (shown with participant number in square brackets) are 

described under each question and for the two groups (experienced & planning). The themes 

and number of comments associated with each are shown in Tables 1, 2 and 3. 

Challenges encountered by the experienced group when undertaking VER projects   

Of the 204 participants in the experienced group, 174 commented. Most (135/174 = 77.6%) 

listed multiple challenges, 34 only listed one challenge and 5 entered that they had not 

encountered challenges. There were 449 comments in total. 

The most common challenge mentioned was funding (Table 1): 

limited sources [of funding] and often ends up been done as an "extra" on top of 

normal responsibilities - works so much better when funding available to pay a 

research associate to drive the project [participant 14] 

Another major theme was related to publishing; approximately half of the comments referred 

to difficulties with the writing process e.g. having the skills, confidence, and time. Other 

comments were related to the very limited number of journals to publish, the journal being 

slow to publish the manuscript or having a low impact factor:  

the biggest challenge is taking projects over the finish line and publishing [184] 

Other commonly raised concerns centered on having the time to do research and complete all 

the associated steps from securing funding, obtaining ethical approval, undertaking the study 

through to publishing alongside other commitments: 

identifying and protecting time to engage in educational research [33] 



 

 

Finding the time in my busy schedule [36] 

Data collection was also sometimes presented as a challenge and when specified, the most 

common issues related to recruitment of participants: 

Participant recruitment, particularly students who already tend to complete a lot of 

institutional based surveys and whose study commitments (exams, placement etc.) 

need to be taken into account when considering the timing. [102] 

Some reported difficulties with data analysis included statistics and qualitative data:  

analysis of subjective data - although I have some training in statistical analysis of 

objective data I have no training in social science data analysis and so am teaching 

myself by reading papers and text books. [28] 

One type of challenge was classified as ‘people’ and related to finding co-investigators, 

having access to expertise, finding a mentor or supervisor, having the cooperation of 

colleagues, and self-motivation.  

In addition, respondents mentioned study design (overall or a specific aspect) for educational 

research projects, how it was different from other types of research and their concern that 

they lacked the required skills. Unfamiliarity with qualitative research methods and survey 

design was also raised: 

study design and strategies require different skill set than straight veterinary research 

[130]  

Writing good survey questions to capture the correct pre- and post- intervention data. 

This can be a challenge and understanding the subtle differences in wording of the 

survey questions and the impact it may have on the participant's responses was not 

something I had experience with as a biological sciences educator. [257] 

Gaining ethics approval was mentioned as a challenge. Participants cited difficulties 

including the time to complete the application and to receive a response, being unfamiliar 

with the process and paperwork, and in some instances the institution being unfamiliar with 

educational research studies.  

There was a feeling that institutions did not always value educational research compared to 

other research, or did not consider it as part of an educator’s role and towards promotion: 



 

 

A sense (from a university perspective) that educational research does not receive the 

same support or recognition as other types of research. [7] 

Other minor themes included difficulty coming up with ideas for a research project, access to 

resources such as journal papers, barriers in information technology, and pressures applied by 

the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Challenges anticipated by the planning group when undertaking VER projects in the 

future   

Of the 54 participants in the planning group, 39 commented and 15 did not enter a comment. 

Most (28/39 = 71.8%) listed multiple challenges, and 11 listed one challenge. There were 90 

comments in total. 

The most commonly anticipated challenge was getting funding to undertake educational 

research projects (Table 1). Other anticipated challenges or barriers to getting started related 

to lacking the skills or experience to design and undertake part or all of an educational project 

or study, or not being able to find collaborators or co-investigators: 

study designing (educational research is so different to clinical research) [242] 

Maybe it would be possible to join a project someone else has started [236] 

Another challenge identified was recruiting enough participants for data collection.

Support that was most helpful early in career while performing VER research (experienced 1 

group)   2 

Of the 204 participants in the experienced group, 169 commented and 35 did not comment. 3 

Just under half of them (82/169 = 48.5%) listed more than one type of support, 81 entered 4 

one type of support and 6 specifically stated they had had no or very limited support. There 5 

were 276 comments in total. 6 

The types of support were classified under several themes (Table 2) with the largest being 7 

people, which was sub-themed by type. Most frequently mentioned were people with some 8 

form of expertise that had helped the researcher, e.g. in educational research methods, study 9 

design, surveys, or statistics:  10 

Being able to work with experienced researchers taught me a lot about project 11 

development, management and methods. [8] 12 

chatting to senior colleagues to help with structure of surveys. [25] 13 



 

 

The value of having a mentor was mentioned repeatedly, as well as input from supervisors 14 

and the support of the senior team or leadership of the institution: 15 

I had excellent mentors in my early years. They were very experienced, very willing to 16 

share their knowledge and to help me. They encouraged me to write, and would then 17 

help me to edit it, leading to my range of early publications (for which I'm very lucky 18 

and grateful). [32] 19 

having very experienced higher educational researchers as supervisors plus an open 20 

minded veterinary supervisor who was willing to embrace a novel approach to 21 

veterinary educational research [74] 22 

Support and encouragement of my heads of department and school - they did what 23 

they could to streamline my teaching hours to free me up to conduct research - this 24 

was vital. [27] 25 

Collaborating with others was also valued and seen as a source of support: 26 

Collaboration/conversations with colleagues in other veterinary colleges. This helped 27 

contextualise issues in veterinary medical education beyond my own institution. 28 

Exchanging ideas and approaches in this human way added huge value to reading 29 

educational literature and helped develop possibilities for collaboration [7] 30 

Colleagues and peers were considered a great source of support and encouragement, and it 31 

was also recognized that there were numerous benefits in being involved in networks: 32 

someone to bounce ideas off [23] 33 

networking at veterinary education conferences - helped identify co-investigators [55] 34 

Participating in training activities to learn new and relevant research skills whether on formal 35 

programs, e.g. for a MSc or PhD, or at courses or workshops as part of continuing education 36 

was considered helpful, as was reading the literature:  37 

Formal PhD program to learn how to conduct educational research [198] 38 

found also specific courses, training on educational research methods [134] 39 

Reading around these topics really made me understand how much of what I'd 40 

'assumed' in my early study designs (based on prior knowledge of quantitative 41 

research) didn't necessarily translate to educational research. [83] 42 



 

 

Having research funding whatever the source or amount was helpful, as well as protected 43 

time when made available: 44 

Funding support for small scale studies was relatively easy at my institution [148] 45 

long(ish) periods of dedicated time [231] 46 

Overall, the value of people was nicely summarized: 47 

Advice from those already working in academia, watching and listening to others, the 48 

team I started in when doing my PhD, they were all so supportive, kind and helpful. 49 

[158] 50 

What would help to overcome anticipated challenges (planning group) 51 

Of the 54 participants in the planning group, 33 commented and 21 did not enter a comment. 52 

Just over half (18/33 = 54.5%) listed more than one type of help. There were 53 comments in 53 

total.  54 

The main ways in which anticipated challenges were expected to be overcome (Table 2) were 55 

through the provision of funding, access to collaborators or co-investigators and training to 56 

develop the required skills: 57 

More funding opportunities [143] 58 

Inspiring, encouraging and inventive co-investigators can do miracles, I think [244] 59 

have more knowledge of this specific area of research and possibly training [209] 60 

Top tips for success in VER proposed by the experienced group 61 

Of the 204 participants in the experienced group, 161 commented and 43 did not comment. 62 

Over half (89/161 = 55.3%) had multiple suggestions, 62 made one suggestion and 10 stated 63 

they did not have any suggestions or nothing applicable. There were 351 comments in total. 64 

The tips for success in VER and the emergent themes are summarized in Table 3. People 65 

emerged as a major theme and was divided into sub-themes. 66 

The most common tip related to the importance and value of collaborating with others who 67 

provide enthusiasm and encouragement and can share the workload: 68 

Collaborate! I've found education researchers to be among the most supportive and 69 

collaborative faculty I've encountered in my career. [228] 70 



 

 

Work as a team - within and out-with your institution. It'll help keep you on track, 71 

you'll be accountable to one another (rather than just to yourself) and sharing out the 72 

work makes the whole process much more achievable. And you get to meet some 73 

fantastic people! [14] 74 

Additionally, seeking advice from those with expertise or finding a good mentor were 75 

recommended and considered prudent: 76 

Consult with persons specifically trained in conducting educational research prior to 77 

initiating study. [199]  78 

find a reliable, quick statistician that you can work with [169] 79 

Find a mentor who can help show you the ropes as far as methodology, design, 80 

journals, and overall approach to educational research. [12] 81 

There were many tips that linked to qualities within the ‘self’ that were important for getting 82 

involved in educational research and being successful. This included being passionate, 83 

creative and prepared for pushback and when faced with potential failure, not being afraid to 84 

ask for help, believing in yourself and above all persevering: 85 

keep going, this is important! [123] 86 

Push the imposter syndrome aside and jump in! [187] 87 

In addition to ideas related to the theme people, it was considered important to come up with 88 

ideas for a research study that mattered to both the individual and more widely: 89 

Pick areas to investigate that will directly benefit your teaching practice - that way 90 

motivation is intrinsic [30] 91 

Finding topics that you have a passion for, but also meet a societal need; finding 92 

topics that knit well with your day-to-day job. [75] 93 

Other areas identified as important to designing and undertaking a successful research study 94 

included the importance of reading the literature, careful consideration of the study design 95 

before starting, and undertaking training to develop new and relevant skills: 96 

Looking at as many published papers in veterinary educational research as possible 97 

before finalizing the project design with a focus on study limitations listed. This could 98 

avoid making the same design mistakes or help overcome challenges other 99 

researchers have made before. [58] 100 



 

 

Invest time and effort in understanding the principles of good research design. A well-101 

designed study will run more smoothly, be more likely to yield worthwhile findings 102 

and be easier to write up and publish [74] 103 

Design, design, design first! [258] 104 

Upskill areas of deficiency [71] 105 

On a practical level, there were tips for finding time (or the lack thereof) and the importance 106 

of planning: 107 

Plan, plan, plan before getting started - such an approach is likely to lead to greater 108 

success at every stage from e.g. getting the grant, getting ethics approval, not having 109 

too many unexpected 'events' while doing the study, ending up with results that are 110 

worth publishing [17] 111 

Plan and make time. Devise a realistic schedule containing a series of milestones to 112 

be accomplished by a specific date. [102] 113 

Some of the issues associated with funding were addressed and practical approaches 114 

proposed: 115 

Make good use of collaborations, many grants seem to be geared towards these. [8] 116 

Try for some small grants first, some places have internal educational research 117 

grants or summer studentship placements which are fantastic. [32] 118 

 119 

DISCUSSION 120 

The scholarship of teaching and learning includes educational research, reflection on 121 

practices, and communication and dissemination of research findings.4 This study surveyed a 122 

large, diverse group of international veterinary educators about the studies they were 123 

performing or intended to perform, what barriers they had faced, and how they had overcome 124 

those challenges. This study’s aim was to draw conclusions and synthesize recommendations 125 

for others who were new to the field of VER. The survey received a robust response overall 126 

(n=258), with the highest response from North America, Australasia, and Europe. The survey 127 

received only scattered responses from South America, Asia and Africa, possibly a result of 128 

being distributed only in English. The survey’s robust response indicated that VER is a topic 129 

of great interest and potentially an area where need is perceived within the community. The 130 



 

 

medical education community also has become increasingly aware of the value of educational 131 

research and the importance of making evidence-based educational decisions.16 132 

Participants reported having spent a median of 14 years in veterinary education and 5 years 133 

performing VER, indicating there was a median lag time of 9 years between when they 134 

started teaching and when they began VER. The 9-year timeline between starting to teach and 135 

starting to perform educational research appears to confirm the assertion in healthcare 136 

education that conducting and publishing educational research is often difficult for clinicians, 137 

who may struggle to understand educational terminology, conventions, and epistemologies.17 138 

Among respondents who reported performing educational research, the number of peer-139 

reviewed publications varied widely (zero to 80) with a median of two, indicating that most 140 

respondents had not yet achieved particularly fruitful careers as published educational 141 

researchers. Further, approximately a third of respondents had no VER publications despite 142 

having performed research for a median of three years. Some of these researchers may simply 143 

still be in the study design, data collection and analysis, and manuscript preparation, 144 

submission and editing phases. Research has demonstrated that the time from study 145 

completion to publication for clinical trials averages nearly two years;18,19 educational studies 146 

may differ somewhat from clinical trials in timeline, but time to publication is still likely to 147 

be an extended period. For the half of researchers whose time spent in VER was greater than 148 

three years and still remained unpublished, the discussion of the qualitative data to follow 149 

suggests potential reasons for why. The same data suggest why the median number of 150 

publications for researchers was only two. 151 

Lack of Funding 152 

The major factor limiting VER that emerged from the survey was the sparse funding 153 

available for educational research. There have been ardent calls for additional funding for 154 

medical education research as well, especially as medical education undergoes a paradigm 155 

shift to become competency-based, a movement that veterinary education is following.20 Lack 156 

of funding has created a cluster of problems for VER, including preventing the hiring of 157 

research assistants and PhD students; as a result, VER has been added onto veterinary 158 

faculty’s existing workload, which often already contains duties in classroom and laboratory 159 

teaching, committee service, administration duties, clinical service, and sometimes 160 

biomedical or clinical research. Faculty contracts that are short-term or teaching-only, which 161 

have grown common in higher education, often do not allot time for research, yet the lack of 162 



 

 

research on the part of these faculty reduces their likelihood of obtaining a tenured role in the 163 

future, contributing to the on-going precarity of their employment.21 Survey respondents 164 

reported viewing VER as an “ ‘extra’ added on top of normal responsibilities,” and therefore 165 

reported that the hardest part of performing VER is “finding time in my busy schedule” and 166 

“taking projects over the finish line.” The greatest value of grant funding is perhaps the 167 

dedicated time it allows the researcher.22,23 Until VER is funded by universities and external 168 

grants, protected time is unlikely to be set aside to complete it. As with any research field, 169 

dedicated funded time is where the most progress is made, when academics can work on 170 

complex issues and how to link these to patient benefits.24  171 

A lack of funding also limits researchers’ ability to perform studies with large sample sizes 172 

and multi-institutional studies, which are more likely to produce generalizable results. 173 

Funding enables researchers to hire assistance with study design or statistics if needed, 174 

improving the overall quality of studies. The ability to outsource help is important because 175 

clinicians who are trained in biomedical sciences may be less familiar with qualitative study 176 

methods and statistics in particular.25 For these and other reasons, medical education research 177 

has noted an association between funding over $20,000 and study quality.26 178 

But from where will the funding come? Intramural funding is one option, especially for 179 

inexpensive studies or pilot projects, but may not be a sustainable answer as veterinary 180 

colleges are seeing their budgets cut.  Some veterinary schools provide funded summer 181 

research students who can be hired to work on VER. Groups of U.S. veterinary schools have 182 

formed geographic consortia that offer grants for VER.27,28 Grants are also offered by 183 

AAVMC’s Council on International Veterinary Education and by healthcare professional 184 

organizations to their individual members, who can include veterinarians.13,14 Public granting 185 

agencies such as the NIH or CDC typically have targeted requests for proposals and regular 186 

grant reviews; they often request large projects of which VER would be just one piece. In 187 

contrast, private foundations often focus on a specific issue and may receive smaller 188 

proposals throughout the year. One example of successful funding at a governmental level 189 

includes the creation of an academy for veterinary education, the Centre for Excellence in 190 

Lifelong and Independent Veterinary Education (LIVE), which supported VER projects.29 191 

A negative feedback loop has been described in medical education research, where the 192 

quality of educational research is limited by a lack of funding. However, increased funding is 193 

only likely to be achieved if educational research can demonstrate its value, which remains 194 



 

 

unlikely to happen as a result of its quality limitations30—quality that is especially limited in 195 

the area of outcomes research.31,32 In order to break this cycle and obtain extramural funding 196 

for VER projects, academics should plan design-based research, which is research that 197 

combines educational theory with improved educational practices.33,34 However, one theme 198 

emerging from this study was that some veterinary educational researchers felt they lacked 199 

the skills to perform high-quality VER. Overall, the quality and complexity of educational 200 

research is slowly rising in healthcare education;2 research is moving from purely descriptive 201 

studies to experimental studies that seek to understand process and theory.9,35 Part of 202 

justifying funding involves designing more rigorous studies such as these, with strong 203 

outcome measures, and providing a convincing argument that demonstrates the proposed 204 

study will address a problem or answer a research question that is timely and relevant.8 The 205 

need to promote strong educational research grants is well documented in the medical 206 

education literature. Faculty development efforts, such as workshops on writing educational 207 

research grant proposals have proven useful for securing grant funding.8 Regardless of 208 

experience, writing good-quality grants in health profession education is challenging, and 209 

competition for educational research grants is high.36 210 

The respondents also provided excellent tips for success for studies that are not funded. Some 211 

participants were able to negotiate time for research from their supervisors. Many participants 212 

reported having supportive mentors who helped to show them how to approach VER and 213 

study design. Several respondents talked about first learning about VER by joining studies in 214 

progress as a co-investigator. After they learned more about VER, they started their own 215 

studies and recruited collaborators who could contribute to the study in particular areas in 216 

which they lacked experience. Rather than using grant money to hire expertise, they recruited 217 

collaborators with the expertise that was needed for the project’s completion. Participants 218 

were effusive about these collaborations and the positive impact they had on their research. 219 

Their comments included “Inspiring, encouraging, and inventive co-investigators can do 220 

miracles” and “got to meet some fantastic people!” 221 

Difficulty in Publication 222 

After funding, the second most common challenges reported by academics performing VER 223 

centered around getting published. These challenges included lacking the skills, confidence, 224 

and time to write manuscripts; and lamenting the limited number of journals publishing VER, 225 

their low impact factor, and the long time perceived from submission to publication. Failing 226 



 

 

to publish VER data means a missed opportunity to share findings and grow the literature, but 227 

also is problematic in the “publish or perish” academic culture, where promotion and tenure 228 

are contingent on scholarly output. 229 

Scientific writing is a skill that can be practiced; scientific papers follow a framework that 230 

can be learned and followed.37 The Journal of Veterinary Medical Education is the only 231 

journal specific to veterinary medical education, and during the 30-year period from 1974 to 232 

2004, the vast majority (96%) of studies relating to veterinary medical education were 233 

published there.2 The downside of this narrow choice in journals for publishing VER is that 234 

rejection rates may be higher, and time until publication longer.15 Other veterinary journals 235 

will publish select educational studies, including the Journal of the American Veterinary 236 

Medical Association, Veterinary Surgery, Veterinary Record, and Frontiers in Veterinary 237 

Science. VER can also be published in health professions’ education journals, including 238 

Education in the Health Professions, Advances in Health Sciences Education, and 239 

MedEdPublish. General education journals are another option; these include American 240 

Educational Research Journal, Educational Research, and others. Wherever publication is 241 

pursued, educational researchers should consider greater use of open science practices 242 

including preregistration of study design and hypotheses; sharing of materials, data, and 243 

analyses; and open access publishing.38,39 These practices, and the avoidance of questionable 244 

research practices—such as filling in missing data, rounding p-values, creating new 245 

hypotheses after seeing the data, and omitting non-significant variables, analyses, or 246 

studies—improves the accuracy and validity of research findings and prevents misinvestment 247 

in educational interventions with unrealistic expectations of impact.38  248 

Institutions can provide support to researchers by offering workshops on scientific writing or 249 

by scheduling protected time for academic writing. We suggest that researchers begin the 250 

writing process by reading similar papers to the type they want to write, selecting a journal to 251 

submit to, and then reading that journal’s submission information and the types of paper 252 

published in that journal before starting to write. Researchers can seek out mentors who are 253 

experienced with scientific writing to assist with the writing process and who can provide 254 

editing help prior to submission of the manuscript. Ultimately, however, many of the 255 

difficulties inherent with the publishing process must also be addressed by changes in the 256 

commercial research publishing system and the institutions who support it by reinforcing a 257 

model of academic prestige that rests upon publication.40 Institutions can assist veterinary 258 



 

 

educational researchers by creating or supporting a non-profit, online academic publishing 259 

model that meets researchers’ dual desires of circulating knowledge and gaining prestige 260 

among their peers.40   261 

Challenges with Data Collection & Analysis 262 

Other noteworthy challenges mentioned by researchers included getting ethics approval, 263 

which can be perceived as time consuming to busy clinician-educators, or cumbersome to 264 

researchers who are unfamiliar with the process and paperwork. Some researchers reported 265 

difficulty in recruiting an adequate number of study participants. This is concerning because 266 

veterinary classes are often small cohorts, and if recruitment is difficult, this can limit 267 

statistical power. Incorporating part or all of the study into the existing curriculum activities, 268 

scheduling the study early in the semester when students are somewhat less busy and less 269 

stressed, or offering incentives if possible can improve enrollment. Some survey respondents 270 

reported difficulty in finding timely, reliable help with statistics. 271 

The Value of Collaboration 272 

The major recommendation emerging from the survey was the suggestion to collaborate with 273 

other researchers and subject matter experts both within and beyond your own college. 274 

Medical education researchers would agree, opining that educational research is a field of 275 

study that must be multi-disciplinary in order to be successful.22 This is because educational 276 

issues cannot be studied only from a biomedical, mechanical, or any other single perspective; 277 

they are a link between people and tasks, and therefore they require researchers to draw on 278 

creative study designs, epistemologies, and theoretical insights from a broad range of 279 

disciplines.22 Study participants discussed their networks and how they collaborated with 280 

people in order to make their studies successful early in their career as veterinary educational 281 

researchers. Researchers in medical education have reported that key interventions and 282 

interactions include having mentorship relationships, departmental leadership, and 283 

institutional commitment;41 those interactions were certainly represented in our data—but so 284 

were many more interactions and collaborations. VER is an undertaking that requires 285 

expertise and participation across numerous domains, and collaborators make a study much 286 

more likely to be a success. Many experienced researchers are happy to answer a few 287 

questions from a junior researcher or consult on VER study design if asked. Multicenter VER 288 

studies, while challenging to coordinate, offer the advantages of expanding participant 289 



 

 

numbers, increasing statistical power, and improving overall generalizability of study 290 

findings. 291 

Self & Reflection 292 

Many participants offered tips linked to qualities within the ‘self’ that were important for 293 

success in VER. These included passion for VER, creativity, being willing to ask for help, 294 

perseverance, and being prepared to face adversity. Participants offered tips for finding and 295 

leveraging time, and cited the critical importance of planning in project success. These 296 

qualities can be contributed by the individual and built upon by the team. Reflection upon self 297 

and one’s teaching practices is valuable in VER, as it can be included in the scholarship of 298 

teaching and learning. 299 

Limitations & Future Work 300 

In the survey, we did not provide a specific definition for VER. Some researchers have 301 

defined the “scholarship of teaching and learning” as data collection and presentation of 302 

descriptive works, whereas “educational research” has been defined as hypothesis-driven, 303 

clarification studies with data collection and statistical analysis where appropriate.1,28 This 304 

classification indicates progression in scholarly research activities, and requires 305 

understanding of the specific features of educational research. These more advanced 306 

clarification studies require a firm conceptual, theoretical framework that helps to formulate a 307 

research problem of general interest and assists in choosing an appropriate research 308 

approach.22,25 In retrospect, we should have provided study participants with a clear definition 309 

of VER to ensure that all respondents were using the same working definition. Due to 310 

circulating the survey through our cascading networks, we were not able to calculate a 311 

response rate. However, with 258 responses from a relatively small community of veterinary 312 

educators, we were pleased with the response rate.  313 

Not surprisingly, many of the qualitative responses suggest that there are gaps in individuals’ 314 

ability to perform some of the tasks required by VER, including tasks like securing ethics 315 

approval, performing statistical analysis, and writing a scientific manuscript. While some 316 

academics can find collaborators to fill these roles or mentors to help them to develop these 317 

skills, there are likely some academics who are not able to locate these helpful individuals. 318 

For this reason, we are planning to take the information from this survey and write an open 319 

access veterinary educational researcher’s handbook, which will contain resources helpful to 320 



 

 

researchers entering the field and beginning to perform VER. While this handbook will not 321 

replace the helpful input of collaborators or mentors, we aim to provide assistance to 322 

researchers who seek to begin projects and need guidance on topics such as ethics approval, 323 

study design, and statistics.  324 

 325 

CONCLUSIONS 326 

VER is accessible to all but should not be seen as an easy route to publication, as it requires 327 

training in study design, educational theory, content expertise, and of course, time and 328 

funding.22 In this survey, the median time from starting VER to publication was three years, 329 

and the median number of publications in VER was two publications in a five-year period. 330 

Participants reported that a lack of funding for VER was the major limiting factor, followed 331 

by difficulty in getting published. The most common and helpful tip reported by participants 332 

was collaboration with other people who bring diverse skills to the project. The community’s 333 

robust response to this survey suggests that this is a topic of great interest and perceived need 334 

in the veterinary educational community. 335 
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TABLES 448 

Table 1: Themes related to challenges when undertaking veterinary educational research (VER). Experienced group=academics with 449 

existing experience in VER. Planning group=academics that plan to perform VER 450 
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Challenges encountered when undertaking VER projects 
[Experienced group] 

76 54 52 50 40 39 33 29 28 24 8 8 5 3 449 

% 17.0 12.0 11.6 11.1 8.9 8.7 7.3 6.5 6.2 5.3 1.8 1.8 1.1 0.7 100 

Challenges anticipated when undertaking VER projects 
in the future [Planning group] 

22 4 9 11 10 11 8 7 3 0 5 0 0 0 90 

% 24.4 4.5 10.0 12.2 11.1 12.2 8.9 7.8 3.3 0 5.6 0 0 0 100 



 

 

Table 2: Themes related to support and help when undertaking veterinary educational research (VER). Experienced group=academics 454 

with existing experience in VER. Planning group=academics that plan to perform VER 455 
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Support that was most helpful early in career while performing VER 
[Experienced group] 

201 57 36 31 24 24 14 9 4 2 39 19 9 8 276 

% 72.8 20.7 13.0 11.2 8.7 8.7 5.1 3.3 1.4 0.7 14.1 6.9 3.3 2.9 100 

What would help overcome anticipated challenges [Planning group] 23 3 0 4 11 0 0 2 2 1 10 15 1 4 53 

% 43.4 5.7 0 7.5 20.7 0 0 3.8 3.8 1.9 18.9 28.3 1.9 7.5  
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Table 3: Themes related to top tips for success in veterinary educational research 457 

  458 
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29 

16 16 

6 6 2 1 34 33 26 20 19 

14 7 

6 4 351 
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FIGURE CAPTIONS 459 

Figure 1. Number of survey participants by country 460 

Figure 2. Number of years that study participants have been involved in veterinary education 461 

and veterinary educational research 462 

Figure 3. Types of studies previously undertaken by the experienced group (academics with 463 

existing experience in veterinary educational research; blue) or intended by the planning 464 

group (academics that plan to perform veterinary educational research; orange) 465 

Figure 4. Frequency of survey participants with a certain number of peer reviewed 466 

publications in veterinary educational research 467 
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Appendix 1 Veterinary educator researcher survey 471 


